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“ And  he  stood  between  the  dead  and  the  living ;  and 
the  plague  was  stayed!' — Numbers  xvi;  48. 


The  Israelites  are  moving  in  yonder  desert ;  it  is  one 
vast  plain  of  sand  ;  no  vegetation  is  seen  ;  no  luxuriant 
palm  uplifts  its  beautiful  foliage  towards  tlie  sky ;  the 
tender  herb  waves  not  in  the  breeze ;  no  wild  flowers 
charm  the  eye ;  no  cooling  fountain  babbles  with  its 
delicious  music  ;  no  grassy  bank,  no  secluded  dale ;  all 
one  wide  extended  wilderness. 

The  heavens  look  down  serene  and  beautiful  at  the 
midnight  hour;  look  down  with  their  million  stars. 
Arcturus  there,  and  Orion,  and  the  Pleiades,  and  Mazza- 
roth ;  and  thousands  upon  thousands  of  others  no  less 
bright  and  glorious.  A  wide  illimitable  expanse  above, 
stretching  far  out  into  infinitude ;  a  wide  space  below, 
without  cultivation  and  without  life. 

But  when  the  starry  night  is  lost  in  the  lurid  splen¬ 
dour  of  morn,  or  the  golden  refulgence  of  day,  the  heat 
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is  oppressive,  and  the  Israelites  long  for  the  shady  dell, 
and  picture  to  themselves  the  land  of  milk  and  honey, 
of  figs  and  pomegranates,  the  land  of  streams  and  mea¬ 
dows,  the  promised  land  of  rest. 

Much  have  those  Israelites  beheld ;  wondrous  and 
mighty  deeds  have  been  wrought  for  them.  The  plagues 
of  Egypt,  waters  turned  to  blood  and  dashing  with  their 
crimson  foam  onwards  to  the  ocean,  the  crashing  thun¬ 
der-bolt  and  the  terrible  hail,  and  the  red  meteor  running 
along  the  ground,  and  the  swarm  of  destroying  locusts, 
and  the  mysterious  darkness  enshrouding  the  land,  and 
the  frenzied  shriek  of  myriads,  when  they  awoke  at 
midnight  and  found  their  first-born  dead.  Then  the 
sea  had  rolled  back  its  tide  and  made  a  path  for 
the  chosen  band,  the  fire-flame  and  the  cloud-pillar 
guiding  and  protecting  them ;  then  the  gift  of  angels’ 
food,  and  the  gushing  out  of  the  limpid  stream  from 
Horeb  ;  then  the  victory  over  Amalek  j  then  the  gather¬ 
ing  before  Mount  Sinai,  and  the  peal  of  thunder,  and 
the  wild  glare  of  the  forked  lightning,  and  the  trum- 
petings  and  soundings  of  the  footsteps  of  the  Deity ; 
and  the  “still  small  voice”  of  the  Eternal  breaking  out 
in  deep  and  majestic  grandeur,  and  giving  the  holy  law. 

They  had  sung  hymns  of  triumph ;  they  had  uttered 
their  rebellious  feelings.  They  had  seen  the  glory  and 
the  anger  of  God.  And  now  Korah,  Dathan  and  Abi- 
ram,  with  their  confederated  princes,  two  hundred  and 
fifty,  murmur  against  Moses.  They  hurl  scorn  and 
defiance  at  the  Israelitisli  leader  :  and  refuse  obedience. 
He  bids  them  come  up  on  the  morrow ;  and  the  Lord 
shall  judge  between  them.  The  evening  fades  into 
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niglit ;  and  the  burning  watchers  gaze  down  upon  the 
encamped  host. 

The  dark  hours  pass  ;  the  stars  twinkle  less  brightly  ; 
light  glimmers  in  the  distant  horizon ;  the  heavenly 
worlds  are  lost  in  the  kindling  radiance  of  coming  day. 

The  people  assemble ;  the  princes  take  the  censers 
and  put  fire  therein ;  they  stand  at  the  door  of  the 
tabernacle.  The  glory  of  the  Lord  appears,  throwing 
into  mystic  dimness  the  splendour  of  day.  Then  comes 
the  voice  of  God,  then  the  pleading  of  Moses,  the  sepa¬ 
ration  of  the  congregation,  the  departure  of  the  Israel- 
itish  leader  and  the  elders  ;  then  the  earthquake  yawning 
and  heaving  and  swallowing  up  the  rebels,  their  wives 
and  their  little  ones ;  then  the  fire  of  Jehovah  flashing 
on  the  two  hundred  and  fifty  princes,  and  consuming 
them  to  ashes.  The  cry  of  despair  and  the  shriek  of 
horror  arose  towards  heaven,  then  ceased  for  ever. 

The  evening  comes  on  still  and  beautiful ;  throwing  its 
serene  glory  over  the  wide  desert :  a  star  twinkles  out, 
then  others  bum  with  deepening  radiance :  night  en¬ 
wraps  again  the  wilderness,  the  camp,  and  the  Israelites. 

Morning  breaks ;  the  sun  pours  down  his  splendour, 
the  vast  plain  is  burning  beneath  his  rays,  the  people 
murmur.  Lrom  one  to  another  the  discontent  at  yes¬ 
terday’s  event  goes  forth.  Rebellion  bids  stern  defiance. 
Tumult  is  abroad.  Authority  is  despised ;  dignity  is 
degraded.  They  charge  their  leaders  with  the  awful 
deed.  They  throng  them  with  looks  of  scorn  and 
hate  ;  and  utterance  of  deepest  malignity. 

God  descends  from  his  heavenly  throne ;  he  leaves 
the  millions  of  his  royal  abode ;  he  passes  by  the  hier- 
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archy  of  seraphim,  and  comes  down  to  the  wild  desert. 
A  cloud  covers  the  tabernacle ;  and  the  glory  of  Israel’s 
monarch  appears.  His  voice  is  the  voice  of  anger  and 
destruction.  The  indignation  of  Jehovah  is  on  the 
people.  Moses  and  Aaron  plead  in  vain.  The  prayer 
is  no  longer  heard.  The  leader  of  the  host  arises  and 
commands  the  priest :  “  Take  a  censer,  and  put  on  in¬ 
cense,  and  go  quickly  unto  the  congregation,  and  make 
an  atonement  for  them ;  for  there  is  wrath  gone  out 
from  the  Lord,  the  plague  is  begun.” 

Now  for  dying  moans.  The  first  man  dies,  the  second 
is  stricken,  the  third  falls ;  then  the  plague  gathers 
strength,  and  mows  down  hundreds  and  thousands. 
Groans,  deep  piercing  groans,  break  out ;  dying  shrieks 
and  wails  and  cries  and  despairing  sounds.  The  plague 
is  among  them ;  the  plague  seizes  the  tender  babe 
hanging  upon  its  mother’s  breast,  and  hurries  man  and 
woman  into  eternity. 

The  scream  of  horror  and  hopelessness  goes  up ;  it 
ceases  not ;  every  moment  adds  to  its  heart-rending 
sound.  There  is  agony  marked  on  each  countenance. 
Who  goes  next?  Terrible  the  confusion,  and  terrible 
the  fear  in  the  Israelitish  camp. 

The  plague  stalks  onwards.  None  can  resist.  It 
touches  its  victim  and  he  is  gone.  Life  is  of  little 
value ;  health  of  no  avail.  The  blooming  cheek  becomes 
pale  with  death ;  the  fine  manly  form  is  stretched  on 
the  dying  couch ;  the  beautiful  features  of  woman  are 
shrouded  in  grim  horror.  The  plague  strides  along ; 
the  living  become  the  dead ;  the  putrid  corpse  becomes 
infectious ;  and  thousands  lie,  with  faces  upturned  to 
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heaven,  on  the  sandy  plain.  The  warrior  bends  his 
lordly  neck ;  the  priest  is  taken ;  the  old  and  young 
alike  are  dying.  Moans,  moans  where  all,  a  few  days 
since,  wTas  health  and  vigor  and  joyous  hope. 

Aaron  takes  the  golden  censer  and  the  fire,  and  runs 
into  the  midst  of  the  congregation,  and  makes  an  atone¬ 
ment.  He  stands  between  the  dead  and  the  living ; 
and  the  plague  is  stayed. 

And  what  see  we  in  this  our  ocean -isle ;  this  isle  of 
the  brave  and  free  ?  See  we  not  the  plague  stalking 
among  the  people,  and  sending  their  unshrived  spirits 
into  a  dread  eternity  ?  The  bar  of  God  is  crowded  with 
souls  waiting  their  final  sentence ;  and  shall  we  not, 
brethren,  seek  the  great  Atoner  to  make  peace  for  the 
land,  and  stay  the  death-arrow  ? 

England  has  beheld  much  of  late.  She  has  beheld 
other  nations  gleaming  with  banners  and  arms  on  the 
battle-field,  and  garments  rolled  in  blood :  she  has  heard 
the  cannon’s  roar  and  the  curses  and  shrieks  of  dying 
men :  she  has  seen  anarchy  and  confusion  and  hellish 
discord  dethroning  sovereigns  and  deposing  princes. 
The  continent  of  Europe  has  been  convulsed  and  torn 
and  trampled  under  foot.  Crowns  have  been  lost  and 
won.  But  she  herself  has  been  without  tumult,  without 
disorder,  without  rebellion.  War  has  not  entered  her 
green  and  sunny  realm;  has  not  defiled  her  beautiful 
hills  and  dales  and  plains.  She  has  been  preserved  in 
peace ;  and  guarded  with  the  holy  guard  of  heaven. 

But  in  the  midst  of  her  prosperity  and  her  joy  and 
her  golden  harvest,  the  plague  has  come  forth ;  the 
plague  has  begun.  God’s  voice  has  been  heard ;  it  is 
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yet  speaking  to  us.  Men  have  been  seized  before  our 
eyes,  and  hurried  into  eternity  without  warning  and 
without  preparation.  And  why  is  this  ? 

Have  we  not  sinned  ?  Have  we  not  rebelled  ?  have 
we  not  hated?  have  we  not  forgotten  God,  forgotten 
his  redeeming  love,  forgotten  his  commands,  forgotten 
his  holy  sabbaths  ?  Who  among  us  is  free  from  guilt  ? 
Who  among  us  is  free  from  transgression  ?  Who  among 
us  is  free  from  iniquity  ?  We  all  have  erred  and  strayed 
and  broken  the  laws  of  heaven. 

Man  has  been  honored,  and  God  despised.  Gold  has 
been  sought  after;  and  spiritual  richer  neglected.  Im¬ 
purity  has  been  indulged  in ;  and  holiness  shunned. 
The  land  has  been  polluted  with  fornication  and  adul¬ 
tery  and  avarice  and  revenge  and  crime  and  religious 
bigotry :  and  what  marvel  is  it  that  the  plague  has 
stalked  forth  and  shaken  and  aroused  and  terrified  the 
nation  ? 

Have  wre  not  all  indulged  in  sin  ?  Have  vTe  not  all 
neglected  heaven?  Have  wTe  not  all  been  too  much 
engrossed  wTith  the.  things  of  this  life ;  with  its  vain 
pursuits  and  pomps  and  wealth  and  renown  ?  Oh,  who 
among  us  is  clean ;  who  among  us  holy  ! 

It  is  time  that  wTe  seek  the  Atoner.  It  is  time  that 
we  supplicate  the  throne.  It  is  time  that  we  kneel  at 
the  mercy-seat,  and  plead  for  pardon,  and  urge  Jehovah 
with  agonizing  tears  and  sobbing  entreaty,  to  stay  the 
plague ;  to  stand  between  the  dead  and  the  living,  and 
to  smite  no  longer. 

Mercy  has  been  slighted.  Good  has  been  slighted. 
Forgiveness  has  been  slighted.  God’s  wondrous  love 
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lias  been  slighted.  The  gift  of  his  Son,  the  gift  of  his 
redemption,  the  gift  of  liis  Spirit,  all — all  has  been 
slighted :  it  is  time  that  we  enter  into  his  Sanctuary, 
and  seek,  with  importunate  and  impassioned  earnest¬ 
ness,  pardon  for  sin,  pardon  for  lasciviousness,  pardon 
for  avarice,  pardon  for  impurity,  pardon  for  broken  sab¬ 
baths,  pardon  for  drunkenness,  pardon  for  neglect  of 
the  souks  eternal  welfare.  It  is  time  that  we  lay  aside 
our  animosities  and  our  severe  judgments  and  our  hatred 
and  our  malice  and  our  pollutions ;  time  we  prayed, 
with  groans  and  weepings,  that  Jehovah  himself  would 
stand  between  the  dead  and  the  living ;  and  stay  the 
plague. 

And  the  plague  shall  be  stayed  !  The  voice  of  prayer 
shall  prevail.  The  utterance,  broken  and  stifled  indeed, 
shall  conquer.  The  look  of  agonized  entreaty  shall 
triumph.  The  plague  shall  be  stayed. 

Has  it  not  been  stayed  of  old?  How  often  have 
God’s  judgments  been  arrested ;  and  shall  they  not  be 
silenced  now  by  prayer  and  deep  and  earnest  supplica¬ 
tion?  Who  ever  asked  of  Him,  and  received  not? 
Who  ever  sought  from  him,  and  was  refused?  Who 
ever  applied,  and  was  rejected  ? 

The  plague  made  the  inhabitants  of  Egypt  quail,  but 
the  cry  to  heaven  brought  mercy  from  the  throne  of  God. 
The  plague  swept  the  camp  of  the  Israelites  of  fourteen 
thousand  in  the  time  of  Korah’s  rebellion,  and  yet 
atonement  was  made.  The  plague  ravaged  the  land  of 
promise,  from  Han  even  to  Beersheba,  and  smote  down 
seventy  thousand  men ;  and  yet  the  destroying  angel 
ceased  from  vengeance  at  the  prayer  of  faith. 
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Prayer  has  prevailed ;  prayer  will  prevail.  “  Blow 
the  trumpet  in  Zion,  sanctify  a  fast,  call  a  solemn  as¬ 
sembly  ;  gather  the  people,  sanctify  the  congregation, 
assemble  the  elders,  gather  the  children,  and  those  that 
suck  the  breasts ;  let  the  bridegroom  go  forth  of  his 
chamber,  and  the  bride  out  of  her  closet ;  let  the  priests, 
the  ministers  of  the  Lord,  weep  between  the  porch  and 
the  altar,  and  let  them  say,  Spare  thy  people,  O  Lord.5’ 
Then  the  Atoner  shall  come  forth,  the  Great  High  Priest 
shall  take  the  golden  censer,  and  the  perfumed  incense, 
and  shall  depart  out  of  the  holy  of  holies,  and  enter  in 
among  the  people,  and  stand  between ~the  dead  and  the 
living,  and  the  plague  shall  be  stayed ! 
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